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M. Dummett: Well, my interest in philosophy, and in particular analytic philosophy, simply derives from my study as an undergraduate. I had a history scholarship to the Oxford college of Christ Church which I gained in 1943. Then I went into the army and I was four years in the army, two years during the war and two years after the war. When I came out I realised that I'd forgotten a large amount of the history that I'd learnt at school, so I thought it would be a mistake to read history, and I decided to read philosophy, politics and economics. I'd read a little philosophy and been interested in it, but not yet gripped by it, and I thought it would be very useful to know both politics and economics. I was absolutely gripped by the philosophy that I studied as an undergraduate, and that became my overriding interest. It was analytic philosophy that was absolutely dominant in Oxford, and indeed throughout Britain I think at that time, so that was the Date: August 2005. The authors gratefully acknowledge that work on this paper was partly supported by the Leverhulme Trust (Grant F/07-004M). We would like to thank Liz Docherty who remarkably made the basic tape transcription.
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kind of philosophy I learnt to do. I've always remained an analytic philosopher-but as for logic and the philosophy of mathematics, that's a separate thing. It happened, well again, quite accidentally. I took, the first time it was set, an optional paper in philosophy in my final examination. It was one invented by John Austin and it was called, absurdly, The Origins of Modern Epistemology. What it was was a collection (a rather large collection) of texts, starting with Plato's Theaetetus and finishing with Frege's Foundations of Arithmetic. These were texts which one wouldn't normally have come across during the ordinary Philosophy, Politics and Economics course in Oxford, and I worked my way through these. I was very interested by a lot of them but I was absolutely bowled over by the Foundations of Arithmetic, and I thought, I want to read everything this man has written. I thought it was the most brilliant work of its length, that I had ever come across. So when I got elected as a prize fellow of All Souls College I started to read everything that Frege had written. Very little was translated into English at that time, so I had to read it in German, and naturally since he was the founder of modern mathematical logic and a lot of his writing was about logic in general, philosophical logic, but also it all was directed at the philosophy of mathematics, so I decided I must learn some mathematics and some mathematical logic. Well, as far as mathematics was concerned, I planned to do an undergraduate course in mathematics and to take the final examination, but the Warden of All Souls-I mean in those days such figures had much more authority than they do now, you did what they said-forbade me to read the Mathematics School, on the grounds that if I didn't get a first class degree in the subject, it would shame the college. So I found someone, John Hammersley, a mathematician, who very kindly gave me tutorials in the subject (although I wasn't going to take the examination) and I read a certain amount of mathematics for myself. As for mathematical logic, there was no one in Oxford at that time who could teach it to me, so I went and spent a year at Berkeley, California. Berkeley was then much the best for mathematical logic. It was done both in the mathematics and in the philosophy departments, and Tarski of course was there.
R. Fara: Michael, it would be helpful if perhaps we just had a few dates here, so when are we talking about? M. Dummett: Yes, I came up to Oxford in 1947, took my finals in 1950 and sat the All Souls examination for prize fellowships in the same year, and was lucky enough to be elected. It was in 1955 that I went to Berkeley. When I came back I retained my interest in the philosophy of mathematics generally, not just in Frege. I was always very interested in Frege's work, and I've written about it a good deal, but, studying different philosophies of mathematics, I came upon Brouwer and the whole intuitionist school and became very interested in that. In about 1963 the position of Reader in the Philosophy of Mathematics became vacant-it had been held by Friedrich Waismann who had been a member of the Vienna Circle. He had come to England as a refugee from Hitler, and he had been Reader in the Philosophy of Mathematics, but he switched to become Reader in the Philosophy of Science so that the position was open and I was lucky enough to get it. I held the post for thirteen years. I lectured on that subject and we got the new Honours School in Mathematics and Philosophy for undergraduates started. I took a large part in the foundation of that, and then had to do an enormous amount of teaching for it because we loaded it with mathematical logic. So I had to do about twice as much lecturing as the university required in order to cover it all. Then we got Robin Gandy-he was Reader in Mathematical Logic-and later we had Dana Scott as Professor of the subject. So the burden of teaching was very much lightened after these people came. Also I gave courses in philosophy of mathematics. So for 13 years that was my principal obligation to the university. Of course I kept up an interest in philosophy in general, in philosophy of language and its effect on metaphysics. Those were my interests outside the philosophy of mathematics but that wasn't what I was professionally doing.
M. Salles:
The readers of Social Choice and Welfare are mainly economists, and most of them ignore that you are one of the most famous philosophers. Could you describe your work in philosophy, even if this seems quite impossible in a short time?
M. Dummett: Well I'll do my best! A very, very brief answer. I have a kind of side interest in the philosophy of time. One of the first things I published was an article arguing that backwards causation (where the cause comes after the effect) was not logically impossible. I suppose that the principal interest I've had, and certainly what I'm best known for, is a critique of realism and the truth-conditional theory of meaning that underlies it. That is, the theory that the meaning of a statement consists in the condition for it to be true. Now, what we learn when we learn a language is what counts as establishing a statement as true. Not in general by observation but more usually by inference from premisses established by observation. We also learn what you're committed to by accepting a statement as true; that's the practice of speaking a language. But the realist position normally involves the principle of bivalence (that every unambiguous statement is determinately either true or false). On that position, the being true of the statement can go beyond what we are capable of recognizing. But what we are capable of recognizing consists in our ability to recognize whether the statement is established as true. The simplest possible example is this. It's normally assumed, a realist assumption, that the magnitude of any physical quantity is absolutely determinate and exact, that's to say that it would be given in terms of some suitable unit, by a real number which might be rational or irrational. We can never discover that. We can only measure to within a margin of error. So there is a statement which is true but which we are incapable ever of recognizing as true. There are plenty of such statements, and I want to question, I have questioned, how we can come by such a notion as that of a statement as being true, independently of our being able to recognize it as true? And how can we manifest possession of such a concept, and in any case, in what does it consist? It seems that there is a circularity. You explain what it is to grasp the proposition expressed by a statement, in terms of your grasp of another proposition; namely that it would be true under such and such conditions. That can't be manifested in the actual practice of using the language, because all that manifests is your capacity to recognize it, to recognize the statement as true in favourable cases. So, if you reject this realist account, this truth-conditional theory of meaning, you have to have a different theory of meaning which I call justificationist (to understand a statement is to know what would justify you in asserting it, in other words being able to recognize it as true). And if you take that as your account of meaning, you have to jettison this principle of bivalence because there are statements for which we have no means of recognizing whether they're true or false, so you can't assume that every statement is either true or false. I mean you're now identifying truth with the existence of something whereby we could recognize a statement as true. That means that you have to reject classical logic in favour of what's usually called intuitionist logic. So, now, I've never actually identified myself with a denial, a rejection of realism, I've been concerned simply to pose a challenge to the realist standpoint and ask how it can answer these questions that I've posed about how do we get the concept of being true, and also to work out the implications of denying realism and adopting the justificationist theory of meaning. What effect does that have on metaphysics essentially? Is it coherent? I mean are there problems which show it to be untenable? So that has been my major interest. I've written a great deal also about the philosophy of Frege, I've retained my admiration for and interest in his work, so that is exegesis-it's exegesis which brings you to the frontiers of the subject, I think. R. Fara: If I may summarize, would it be fair to say then that the intuitionism in a sense underpins the anti-realism? M. Dummett: Yes. R. Fara: So, would your take be something along the lines of Quine, who never denied that there are other possible logics-in fact nothing was ever sacrosanct in his view-but just basically that you were stuck with bivalence because it got you the results that you required in science, and it was simplicity that was at stake? And are you saying in a sense that we shouldn't just draw boundaries, and we shouldn't be so quick and content to retain boundaries; that maybe we should just look a M. Dummett: Yes, right, and you can't ever close off the possibility that something will be shown to be true. It may be very unlikely that it is, but there could always be evidence that would turn up. So you can't close it off.
M. Salles: What leads a major philosopher to devote a significant time to social choice and voting theory? M. Dummett: Ah, well there's a very short answer to that. I don't see why one shouldn't be interested in more than one thing. I think it's a pity in fact to concentrate just on one thing, so . . . M. Dummett: Well, it's been very spasmodic. I was first interested in the theory of voting as such. I still think that the application to voting is the salient kind of application that social choice theory has had up to now, although it's much more general than that as a theory. I was first interested in the theory of voting by Robin Farquharson who was a very brilliant young man and had become interested in the theory of voting while he was still an undergraduate. I knew him well, and then we wrote a paper together and that was my first contribution to the subject, in print anyway. John Hicks who, as professor, was a Fellow of All Souls at the same time as I was, congratulated me on having a paper published in Econometrica. Well then as you know Robin Farquharson fell victim to this awful mental illness and couldn't really do any more creative work. I retained an interest in social choice theory and I followed it a bit because people sent me offprints of articles which I read, but I didn't make any attempt to keep up with the subject systematically. I was still very interested in the theory of voting and very interested by the absurdity of many of the voting procedures adopted within my college, and in other colleges, and indeed in electoral systems, but I didn't really attempt to do any more work in the subject. I very much regret that I didn't because of that conjecture that we made in the Econometrica article, that no voting system could exclude the possibility of successful strategic voting, which was established by Gibbard and later Satterthwaite.
2 I believed that that would be a terribly difficult thing to prove, but actually I don't think it was so difficult to prove as the theorem we proved in the article. I just had this impression that it would be frightfully difficult to prove. So I never attempted to do so. Then I conceived the idea of writing this book which I published named Voting Procedures, and I thought well, if I'm going to write this I'll have to get myself up to date in the subject of social choice theory. Luckily it happened that Amartya Sen, whom I knew quite well, had written a resumé of the history of social choice (I don't know if he ever published it), and he lent this to me and I studied it carefully.
3 Then I started to write the book. The idea behind the book was to make a bridge between social choice theory which was studied mostly as you say by economists who published papers and proved all sorts of theorems, and the people practically concerned with the devising of voting procedures-I mean politicians, members of boards of directors and so on, most of whom were completely unaware that there was any such thing as social choice theory, that anyone ever studied the theory of voting. I wanted to build such a bridge. It wasn't, I'm ashamed to say, until I read Amartya Sen's history of social choice theory that I became aware that the conjecture which we had made in that paper (about the non-existence of strategy proof procedures) had actually been proved. Now, Sen mentioned both Gibbard and Satterthwaite as having proved it, but didn't give the proof. So, I became aware that it could be proved, and that it wasn't too difficult for anyone to prove. So I sat down and produced a proof of my own. I hadn't yet even looked at Gibbard's paper and, as I say, I felt extremely annoyed when I found it because I thought I could have done this at any time. Since then I've done very little except that one paper which you published (in Social Choice and Welfare) about the Borda count. That's the sum-total I'm afraid of my contribution to the subject. I know you liked my book, and I'm quite proud of it myself, but that's all I've done: the first article, and the book, a little article later, and also a more popular book called Principles of Electoral Reform.
Could you say a little more about your work with Robin Farquharson? You gave a talk in Caen on this in the history of social choice conference.
5
M. Dummett: Yes, yes right. Well, the talk in Caen contains everything really I know about Farquharson . . . certainly all the interaction I had with him. I told you in that talk, I think, about this dramatic episode when he entered the prize fellowship examination at All Souls. He quite certainly would have been elected but for the insane telephone conversation he had with the Warden on the eve of the election meeting-the first manifestation of the mental illness from which he suffered for the rest of his life, and which the Warden revealed only at a late stage of the discussion, in strict compliance with the rules governing the discussion. That was tragic, I mean he really was very brilliant even though I discovered that he only got a second class degree in Finals. Perhaps he'd been concentrating too much on the theory of voting! 2 Gibbard (1973) , Satterthwaite (1975) . 3 Michael Dummett most probably makes reference to a typescript eventually published in 1986 as a chapter in the Handbook of Mathematical Economics (see, Sen (1986) ).
4 Dummett (1998) 5 Dummett (2005a) M. Salles: And can you tell us also about your decision to submit the paper to Econometrica?
M. Dummett: Oh, I have no explanation of that. Robin Farquharson said we should send it to Econometrica, so I sent it to Econometrica. That's all. In answer to your earlier question about Robin Farquharson, I'll just say something about that article. I can't now remember who actually wrote the main body of the text. I mean, we wrote it together, but the machinery, the technical notions and technical vocabulary, that all came from him. There's just one point that is of minor interest that I might mention. I think we used the word 'situation' for an actual course of the voting, taking the voting procedure as given, whatever it might be. So that would of course determine the outcome-which candidate was elected, which alternative was decided on. But I think it's normal now to take the preference scales of the, let me say voters, as defined over a given set of, say, candidates or possible outcomes. We didn't take that as given. What we took as given were the situations, the courses of the voting, and with the preference scales defined over those. The point of this was to allow for someone who says 'I'd prefer that such and such a candidate would be elected, but I wouldn't want him to be elected with a very narrow margin; rather than that, I would prefer it to be someone else'. It allows for that possibility if you take the preference scales as defined over the situations in our sense. Then we could define a possible outcome as an equivalence class of situations under the relation that every voter is indifferent between the two. Anyway, as for the theorem, we assumed weak preference scales, allowing voters to be indifferent between situations. And the theorem was, if for every three possible outcomes there was one which no voter thought worse than the other two, then the whole lot had a Condorcet winner (which we called a top). Now, I didn't think of that theorem. Robin Farquharson came to me with it as a conjecture 6 and said "Can you prove this?" and I worked away for some days and came up with a proof and that's contained in the little 'Demonstration' at the end of the paper. And as for that conjecture 7 , well I don't remember which of us proposed it first, but we agreed on it, and I say I stupidly thought it was far too difficult to prove.
M. Salles:
Although you have been interested in the practical aspects of voting, in your first book on voting, Voting Procedures, you devote numerous pages to the more theoretical aspects of social choice including Arrow's theorem and the Gibbard-Satterthwaite theorem.
M. Dummett: Well, as for Arrow's theorem, everyone says-certainly it's historically true, and I think it's probably theoretically true-that it's the basis of the whole subject. You have to know that. I hadn't meant to state a slightly different theorem from that which Arrow proved; I included it because I agreed that it is fundamental. As for the Gibbard-Satterthwaite theorem, I thought it was essential to convince people of that. There have been advocates of specific electoral systems, in particular STV (Single Transferable Vote), who have claimed that this system makes it impossible for anyone to gain any advantage by strategic voting. I thought it was absolutely essential to prove that there can't be any such system, before discussing any particular system, because, if people think that it is possible to have a voting system that always denies advantage to strategic voting, they will have a wrong approach to the whole question. So that's why I put that in.
M. Salles: I have two questions on Borda. Could you present for us first Borda's rule, the classical Borda rule, and second, your quota Borda system? M. Dummett: Well the first one. Look, I have a pretty strong belief (qualified in a way that I'll explain in a moment) that if you could compute the Borda score of the candidates, as based on each individual's true preferences, his real preferences, that would yield you an estimate of which candidate or which possible course of action was maximally acceptable for the whole body of voters, much more so than the Condorcet winner. The Borda score is of course computed by assigning, for each individual, 0 points for the candidate he least favours, 1 point for the candidate last but one on his preference scale, and so on upwards, and summing the scores each candidate thus obtains. I don't have any belief in majorities, as such, for pretty obvious reasons. Well, one way of justifying the Borda count is to say that the distance on an individual's preference scale between two alternatives, A and B, is a rough measure of the strength of the preferences; the way of estimating, as it were, cardinal preference from ordinal preference. As for its use as a practical method, especially if you're just trying to select one course of action or elect one candidate, I'm not at all sure of its merits. Because quite apart from agenda manipulation, there is a temptation for people to vote tactically by putting the preferred candidate at the top and then the rest in inverse order of likelihood of being elected. Now, if a few people did that it would not disturb very much. If a lot of people did that, it would produce a result that bears no relation to actual preferences, because the better they are at guessing which are the candidates likely to be elected, the more it would disturb them. By putting those likely to be elected at the bottom of their lists, and those not at all likely to be elected high up, they're actually converting the popular candidates into unpopular candidates. So I simply do not know, and I don't know how we could actually find out, how much people could be tempted to vote tactically if the Borda count were used as a practical method. But, as a method of estimating from the true preferences of the voters which candidate is the most generally acceptable, I think it ranks very highly. Now one reason that it may not be perfect in that respect is exemplified precisely by this business of agenda manipulation (for instance by inserting a candidate who everyone will think slightly worse than the one you favour). In such a case-I mean, described as I've just described it-quite obviously, the preference for the one who's slightly better over the one whom everyone ranks just below him is very slight, compared with most of the preferences the voters have. That was what the paper I wrote was about. There has to be a method of estimating from the whole-all the preference scales of the voters as between the alternatives-which preferences are slight and which are strong, so that we don't just count each one as of equal weight. The trouble is (well, that paper I wrote showed that) it makes it extremely complicated to compute the result. That's a fatal disadvantage of using such a method in practice: it is essential to a voting system that the count should be simple to carry out and for the voters to understand. I haven't thought about it since, I'm afraid. Some very simple method, or comparatively simple method, of computing the scores might be able to improve the way in which the Borda count reflects the strength of preferences. That's all I have to say about that.
M. Salles: And the quota system? M. Dummett: It seems to me that the great advantage of STV is what it does for minorities; it guarantees that the minorities get represented. Otherwise it has no advantages at all. It's an almost chaotic system in the sense that a very small change in preferences would have results that change completely the outcome because it would affect the order in which candidates got eliminated, and so which votes were distributed at each stage. So I think that it really is a very bad system, but it has this particular advantage, and I think the principle of trying to get what is maximally generally acceptable is overridden by the necessity that minorities should be represented. If a minority that considers itself to have special needs (that is, things that matter particularly to it, but not to the general electorate), the worst thing for such a minority is the feeling that it has no voice; that there's no one to speak for it. I mean the representation of minorities that you get under STV is not very great, it just means that in some multi-member constituencies large enough minorities get a representative. Of course in the country as a whole, they won't get a large number of representatives. The Quota Borda system was intended to superimpose on the Borda count this principle of identifying minorities by the way they voted. That is, they identify themselves when they all vote for the same two or three candidates in perhaps different orders, but they put them all at the top. That identifies the minority, and if it's a sufficiently large minority (amounting to a quota, say the quota with STV), then it's bound to get represented. Under the Quota Borda system, the rule is that it gets represented. Out of say three candidates, who may all be voted for in different orders, you pick the one who has the highest Borda count. You don't just leave it to the minority to pick their representative; their representative is the one who is maximally acceptable to the electorate as a whole. But, he may be one who would never get elected on a simple Borda system. The intention was to superimpose that idea for the representation of minorities on the Borda system. M. Salles: What made you decide to write your second book on voting, Principles of Electoral Reform? M. Dummett: I've got a very simple answer to that. As I said, my idea in the first book was to build this bridge. I decided that I had completely failed to do that. I said in the introduction, quite truly, that I had assumed no mathematics except addition and multiplication. But I realised that what I had asked people to do was to think in a mathematical way, and they're simply not prepared to do that. I decided that was the reason why I had failed to build a bridge, so I wrote this, as you say, more popular book in order to build a sort of bridge without ever actually proving any theorems, or giving any arithmetical examples, or anything of that kind, but just as a way of getting over some elementary principles.
R. Fara: Can I follow up on that a little bit? You speak about your social justice concerns (a very broad area) and how important it is for minorities to be given a voice. There's some intuition that we all share-and why we are so in favour of democratic systems versus oligarchic or dictatorial systems-that people should be represented, and we have the idea that the vote is the way for individuals somehow to be represented; and for people who represent us to act within our authority. So having your vote and having your say is fundamentally important. And whenever you do give your representatives authority to speak on your behalf, for example in the EU, United Nations, or wherever, it is important that your vote as a citizen of your country is no less equal than that of a citizen of any other country. Only a voting system that somehow captures that is going to ensure that I, as an individual voter, am going to be appropriately represented. So it is a fundamental necessity to try to get the voting system right. But we've failed all across the board, nationally and internationally, to do this. Is it just the case, that because voting theory is so technical and so mathematical and so outside of the domain of understanding of our ruler types, that it's not to be taken into consideration? I don't think that there's a conspiracy to keep voting theorists away, but on the other hand I don't think either that it's simply a failure to hear that voting theorists are knocking at the door. So to start with, what are your thoughts about confronting these people, be it the politicians and journalists, or first of all I suppose, the interested lay person? How do we become a voice in a conversation with the interested lay person? M. Dummett: I'm not sure I know the answer to that. I wish I did. I mean, the first thing is to convince people that devising an equitable voting system needs a lot of thought. (They mostly don't think that. They think it's an easy thing.) How you convince people of that I really don't know, do you? I mean I realise that you're supposed to be interviewing me . . . R. Fara: Well, I have some ideas, but first, I suppose, is to get the intuition across of the difference between the concept of voting weight versus the concept of voting power, that the voter or the representative of the voter possesses. This is usually counter-intuitive because the numerical weight doesn't actually tell you what power the person has or hasn't to influence the outcome of any decision. Now we can get across to people what the difference is at an intuitive level. The trouble is, that it becomes so complex so quickly that it requires technicians and computer power in order to make any sense of it all, and politicians are reluctant to hand over influence to technicians. Perhaps you might agree that the younger you introduce persons to the problem-perhaps not school children, but somewhere along the line-you'll get people at an early age to say 'yes, this is a problem I'd like to contribute to'. Only a tiny minority might go off that way, but at least everyone will be confronted with it and be aware of it.
M. Dummett: Okay, that means convincing people who teach political theory, politics, political science, whatever you call it, that they ought to pay attention, maybe learn, so they can introduce their students to the question. University students you were speaking of? R. Fara: Yes, I think school in the UK would be difficult. Perhaps in Europe and the United States where you have civics courses it could probably be introduced quite early on without any technicality. At least the intuition could be got across that voting systems are designed to make institutional governance work in a representative and democratic fashion, but that there are all kinds of voting systems, and these have to be designed with an idea of what it is that you want. These are the kind of ideas that could be got across at the early stages. And then when you know things like Borda and Condorcet, an introduction to the formality of the system may come later. Probably it would have to be seriously discussed at a university course level, but where do you go? To the political science department? M. Dummett: Well you have to convince those people, those who teach in the political science departments, that's right. As for the Borda and Condorcet principles, those ideas could be introduced at school. They're very easy things to understand. But, as for attachment to the idea of majorities-I mean, I think it's very common to hear people say 'Well, we have to do what the majority wants, that's democracy isn't it?'-to disabuse people of that idea. Then we need to influence them away from votes with just two possible outcomes-(that's where the belief in the majority comes from, from such votes where you can't do anything but follow the majority). We had this ridiculous thing, I don't know if you know, in the House of Commons they were discussing what form the House of Lords should take-once we had abolished the right of hereditary peers; how should the members of the House of Lords be appointed? There were, I think, five different suggestions. Each was voted on separately, yes or no, instead of having them arranged in order of preference. The result, of course, was that they all failed! I think we need to encourage people to think more in favour of votes where there are a number of different possibilities and you have to arrange them in order of preference. Then the questions arise, how do you decide? How do we begin to get people thinking seriously about these problems? R. Fara: In your inaugural address of the Voting Power and Procedures program at LSE entitled Bridging the Gap, you said that there's still a crying need for something to be done. When you spoke about the sort of persons who were in charge of adjudicating on the forms of voting, you suggested the difficulty was that social choice or voting theory experts have to drop any kind of technical jargon and terminology to become a voice in the conversation. So I think the sort of tactic that you were suggesting was probably the right one.
M. Salles: I wanted to ask whether there might have been a tension between your work as a philosopher and your involvement in social justice; that is, a tension between the fact that you are not a moral philosopher, but you are a moral practitioner. M. Dummett: I've always thought that intellectuals, if they see a possibility-which usually there isn't-of making a practical difference, they have the duty to try to do so. I was lucky, I was very lucky. Both my wife and I thought that I had ruined my career by involving myself in the struggle against racism, and therefore for some time not producing any work of my own, but just doing my teaching. I did think I'd thrown away my career, but luckily it didn't work out that way.
R. Fara: Yes, your interests in social justice certainly didn't work out that way. I know that most of my philosopher colleagues all think that Professor Sir Michael Dummett was knighted in 1999 because of his philosophical prowess but, correct me if I'm wrong, you were knighted for your work on racism.
M. Dummett: Well, for both actually. It was for contributions to philosophy and to racial justice.
R. Fara: So there wasn't a tension as far as your ultimate accolade; they saw no tension in it?
M. Dummett: No they didn't. I was very glad to have that citation. R. Fara: You answered one of the questions which I wanted to ask which was, I wondered whether you believed that philosophers should, or perhaps stronger, whether they had a duty or an obligation or responsibility in some way to take an active part in practical life and make a difference where they can. I mean in the sense perhaps that Wittgenstein, whose influence you might have been under in your earlier days. . . R. Fara: But you turned against that. And among the great and influential philosophers-of which you are certainly one-I mean, the tradition brought by Russell and Chomsky, and currently Peter Singer and so on, is to be involved. But you are in the minority it must be said, particularly of analytical philosophers in this country.
M. Dummett: Yes that's true, yes. I've never tried to persuade anyone to take a different attitude. But you're right that very few think that there's any call on them to be involved in any practical sense, and partly it's a tradition in this country, I must say, and not only amongst philosophers. Well, I was very impressed recently, a few years back. I and various Italian philosophers, and other British ones as I recall it, we all published articles in an Italian daily newspaper on philosophy. Now, that's unthinkable in this country, absolutely unthinkable! It's thinkable in France. But the idea that philosophers should write articles for newspapers! (I mean, these weren't articles on politics they were articles on philosophy.) In France, and to a lesser extent in Italy, intellectuals generally and philosophers in particular are expected to make remarks on political and social questions. In this country, not. I remember very many years ago going with my wife to an exhibition in Paris of Picasso paintings, and I can't remember where it was held. As we came down the stairs on the wall facing us was a big plaque headed 'Intellectuels morts pour la France.' I mean we just laughed at the thought of 'Intellectuals who died for England,' or something like that! So I think the whole atmosphere as a country (England) is against people like philosophers becoming involved. Russell was a very special case. When I was involved, none of those who were involved with me, thought of me as a philosopher, or even as an intellectual, but just as one of a number given to this work. It's a whole attitude that we have here.
R. Fara: Maybe it's got something to do with the analytic tradition as it's practised particularly in the Anglophone world as compared with the continental tradition in which man, and his place in society, and so on, is very much grist for the philosophers' mill. I want to go just a little bit into your work on racism and immigration. You wrote a book in 2001 on immigration and refugees, and it's pretty fair to say probably that immigration and asylum have moved to the centre stage in world political discussion now. The standard model that tends to be discussed is that we have rich countries and we have poor countries (or poor countries that are persecuting, rogue states). Out of the poor countries we have an economic migration, or out of the persecuting states we have asylum seekers, refugees, and that's the model. The rich states are trying to protect their populations against this horde. Now you wrote your book and it is essentially in two parts, Principles and History.
8 In Part 1, Principles, you give a fairly uncompromising rights-based story to govern the individual's inviolable right to move to seek a better and decent life on the one hand, and it's on the recipient's country whose door you are knocking on to give an argument for why they should refuse you entry.
M. Dummett: Right, I think that is a fair brief summary of my ideas.
R. Fara: In the second, the historical part, you say that roughly since the second world war what we have underpinning all of this in trying to keep the movement of peoples down, is a racism throughout Europe and the UK. So could you flesh this out, and the book, and your sentiments about it? M. Dummett: Well, let me just say about the historical part, I think there was built up in this country an official encouragement of racism. The racist groups we had here (extreme racists), their demand was always for control on immigration, and that has always been the response of the government-to turn the screw tighter and tighter. By doing that, they very much encouraged the racist feeling that there was in the country because people obviously saw that tightening control against immigration-and immigration was always thought of as coloured immigration, white immigrants from America and Australia weren't really counted-anyway, they saw that as a declaration: 'we don't want those people here!' And that of course foments the racism of those who think, 'we don't want them here, they should all go.' Now, there came a point when it was virtually impossible to turn the screw any tighter, and people were beginning to see through political parties' claims to be able to do, or promises to do, that. And I think the politicians deliberately switched this hostility against people of certain races, to hostility towards asylum seekers, and they started doing lots of propaganda about asylum seekers. I mean, our present government recently rejoiced in the reduction in the number of claims for asylum. And how did they achieve this reduction? Not by diminishing the persecution from which the refugees were fleeing. No. By preventing them from even ever getting here to make such claims! And that is now the popular demand, to reduce the number of asylum seekers admitted. That is just a transformation of the popular demand, to reduce coloured immigration, or reduce immigration which was understood to be coloured immigration. So I think that the politicians have just switched this hostility which they helped to generate against people from the Caribbean, from the Indian sub-continent, and so on. They just switched it to asylum seekers. That's a very good way of becoming popular. Hitler knew that. You identify some group as the enemy, and then you promise to do everything to keep the enemy out and you get votes that way. So, that's about the historical thing you wanted me to talk about.
I identify two grounds which a state might reasonably have for keeping people out, for not accepting people who wanted to immigrate. One is very dangerous to talk about because it's part of the rhetoric of those who are against refugees, who say 'we're being swamped!' Mrs Thatcher said it about immigrants from India and the Caribbean, 'we're being really rather swamped' she said on a national Tory broadcast. Well, I avoided using the word 'swamped', I used 'submerged', it's something that does happen, not often but in particular cases. Tibet is a good example. There is a case when a country with a particular culture is threatened by having a lot of people who don't share that culture coming in. Fiji is a very obvious example where that happened, when under the British Empire Indians were encouraged to come to Fiji in large numbers. I think at one point they were a greater number than the indigenous population. So, that's one legitimate ground for restricting immigration. I want to emphasize that that's a rare situation, but I think it is a situation that does justify restricting the number of people who can enter. The other is over-population. I mean, you could say that many countries at the moment are overpopulated, but this should be judged according to the population density in the region of the world, say Western Europe or South East Asia or wherever. I think there can be a case for restricting entry of people if it's going to lead to serious over-population in comparison with other countries in the region. Again I don't think that applies to any Western European country at the moment, but I think that is a legitimate ground for restricting entry. I think a state has to have a ground for restriction: you're restricting people's freedom to move where they want, and there has to be a reason for restricting anyone's freedom. The question is never 'why should we allow someone to do that?' The question is always 'is there a reason to stop people from doing that?' That has to be the question. So, I also think under that picture you gave, what you call the usual model, I mean I actually think that advanced countries would probably mostly benefit from having a great deal more immigration than they have. That's a factual matter. . . R. Fara: . . .Yes, I think that's right. I think it's shown that the immigration numbers are tiny. There are 2 to 5 percent (5 percent being the highest in any European country, 2 percent is probably one of the lowest) and what they contribute to the economy in terms of taxes vastly outweighs any sort of 'handouts' that they're meant to be receiving. So I think the facts speak for that.
M. Dummett:
And what they contribute to their home countries too just by sending money back! R. Fara: Yes, I'll come to that in a moment in fact, because that's how Rawls thinks the way things can go-I mean, he reaches opposite conclusions to you. You're aware of the book, The Law of Peoples.
9 That was his Amnesty Lectures at Oxford in 1993, devoted to the subject (you were perhaps aware of this even when you were writing your own piece). He comes to an opposite conclusion here where he says that rich countries don't have any responsibility for the rights of poor countries, to allow them entry or whatever. Somehow he seems to ground this on the idea that they've not tended to the economic base that they've inherited, and in fact that they're better off to stay where they are and emulate the more prosperous countries in the process. I know which of the philosophies I would be in favour of when comparing yours and what Rawls offers. Perhaps you'd like to comment. M. Dummett: Well, Rawls simply thinks almost exclusively of single societies in effect defined by the nation states we've had, and I don't think one should think on that 9 Rawls (1999).
basis. I think each one of us has duties to anyone in the world whether a fellow citizen or a citizen of some other country; I mean, if it comes to it and you can do something about it. Duties of states derive from duties of the citizens, and citizens have duties not only to their fellow countrymen but to anyone else in the world whose condition of life they can affect. So I think arguing in the way that you've just described is simply fallacious. R. Fara: Yes, I think I would agree. Your position, your contrary position to Rawls was such that his grounds are unfounded.
M. Dummett: I think so. It's not quite, but it's very nearly the view that a state has duties only to its own citizens, which is a view that I attacked very strongly in that book.
R. Fara: Yes, yes, exactly, that's what I thought. A number of reviewers who picked up the book-2001 it was published-suggested that at heart what was doing the work in your high ethical principle in the first part of the book, was your Catholicism and a Kantian approach. Interestingly the Kantian approach was always regarded as what was doing the work behind Rawls in Theory of Justice, but we won't go down that route. I wanted to talk to you a little bit about your Catholicism. As you know, I've interviewed Quine and Davidson at great length (you in fact were part of the project with Davidson) and Strawson too, and these are some of the most influential philosophers of the second part of the twentieth century along with yourself, and were your contemporaries and your colleagues in many instances too). They all proclaimed an atheism, not simply mentioned that they were and that was it, but actually proclaimed it. That seems to me to be a thread that runs through the analytical philosophy community; it seems almost to be regarded as a pre-requisite. If one had any sort of moral leaning, this was some kind of humanism; some secular activity was the ground for it, and atheism was pretty much the required card to carry. You were brought up in the Anglican tradition at school, certainly at Winchester. By your own proclamation, by the age of thirteen, you had become an atheist. At the age of nineteen you joined the Roman Catholic Church where you've remained as a member ever since. I just wanted to hear from you this rather refreshingly different presentation of your religion.
M. Dummett: Well, I mean, there wasn't a tension between my work against racism and philosophy, they're both very much connected in my own feeling with my religion. I think that it's a duty to help the poor and oppressed if you can, and that springs very much from, or I mean is a consequence of, a Christian view of the world. But you're not asking me about that so much as generally. In philosophy, I think the duty of someone who has a religious belief as I have is to seek the truth. I mean, I know that people say that people with a religious belief adopt philosophical ideas because they think they know the answer already and it gives them grounds. As far as I'm concerned, I've never done any work in philosophy with a view to supporting my religious beliefs. I think the duty of the philosopher is simply to follow where the argument leads, if it appears to lead in a direction against his beliefs, he just has to leave it there and say 'there must be an answer to this' or 'I must have gone wrong somewhere, I don't know where'. I agree that, particularly in America, it's not just atheism, it's straightforward materialism that has become almost axiomatic among analytic philosophers. That used not to be the case here. I remember years ago there was a series of Wolfson lectures (lectures sponsored by Wolfson College); there were six. Quine and Davidson were among the lecturers, so there are two atheists for you. As it happened, all the other four were Catholics. There were myself, Peter Geach, Elizabeth Anscombe and Dagfinn Føllesdal-it's not generally known that he's a Catholic, but he is. So we had four Catholics and two atheists. It used not to be the case here that religious belief was so rare among philosophers-there are still one or two like myself-but I don't know whether that's the increasing influence of American philosophy or just chance. I do think that in philosophy . . . well I believe in metaphysics (I haven't done much work in metaphysics, and I think a great deal of metaphysics is basically the philosophy of physics), that metaphysics is concerned with clarifying our conception of the universe in which we live; whereas a lot of other philosophy is concerned with clarifying theories about ourselves, about intention, about emotion and so on. So I think that philosophy needs to be pursued by . . . I mean if you declare yourself as an atheist or a materialist, you're just as much giving the conclusion in advance, in fact rather more than if you declare your adherence to a religious faith. R. Fara: It seems somehow that the mind-body distinction in philosophy of mind and consciousness studies has been a sort of bogeyman. The reduction programme to single state materialism would leave no room for the spiritual sphere, that's on one side. There's also another tension, the explosion of Marxism, again for different reasons, sending one off on the atheistic path. I wondered if you agree that neither of those two things really touches the concepts of metaphysics, philosophy of physics, philosophy of mathematics, logic and the technicalities of the subject.
M. Dummett: Well I agree, they are irrelevant. I think all this concentration on the notion of consciousness is because it seems the last obstacle to oppose to a materialist reduction of reality, I think that's a kind of inheritance from Cartesian dualism. Questions like: 'What is consciousness for? What is the point of there being such a thing as consciousness?' I think those are ridiculous questions. I think they are questions which come from a kind of dualism in the first instance. They want everything. They want to arrive at monism, but they can't quite get there.
R. Fara: And finally, we want to talk a little bit about a passion, or a pleasure-your interest in tarot cards.
M. Dummett: Right, well my interest in the first place was in the games-it more than any other kind of card game-the history of the cards is a tool to the history of the games. Well, you want to ask me why I'm interested. I don't think anyone should be interested in the subject who doesn't enjoy playing cards, because this is an enormous family of very interesting and often very intricate games. I'll give two examples. In Bologna they play a game with the local form of the Tarot pack. It's for four fixed partners as in Bridge, and the greater part of the scores at the end of the hand comes from the multitude of different combinations of cards that you and your partner have in the tricks that they've won. So it's not like Bridge where you're just concentrating on making so many tricks. Two-thirds of the cards in the pack can contribute to these combinations, and so you're trying to win such combinations, and prevent your opponents from getting them. So almost every single card matters. All right, that's one fascinating form of the game. In Bologna they play with sixty-two cards. In Hungary they play with only forty-two. You have twenty-two fixed trumps and only five cards per plain suit. Through very strict rules governing the bidding, you can often tell a great deal about what cards people have in their hands. And the thing is, you get a certain score. You have partners, but the partners are not fixed, they're determined by the declarer. The successful declarer calls a card, which he doesn't have in his hand, and the player who has that card becomes his partner, but he doesn't say so. And so until that card is played, you don't know for sure who is whose partner. Besides the score you get for winning the game, there are also scores for all sorts of feats you can get in play like winning the last trick with the smallest trump, winning the two top trumps and the bottom trump and so on. The most valuable is winning the second highest trump with the highest trump. Now sometimes it's worth not winning the game in order to make one of these feats. You'll score more that way. So again, when you start, it's not certain what the objective of the declarer and his unknown partner is going to be. Well that's another example of a really fascinating game. I got interested in all this in a very odd way. We were on holiday in France. We bought a tarot pack. There were rules of the game with the pack. We started playing with our family. We thought it was a very good game. When I was back in England, I came across an Austrian pack with rules and this was an obviously related, but a very different game. So I wrote to various people asking if they could tell me how the game was played in other countries. I wrote to experts on card games. None of them could tell me, so I started trying to find out for myself, and it gradually grew into a serious piece of research. Trying to discover the history . . . I mean, there are written rules of games from the seventeenth century onwards, but before that, there are just some literary allusions. So it really becomes a piece of serious detective work, and that's part of the fascination. I'll give you an example of a puzzle. I know a lot of people who are collectors of playing cards. In the 1930s-this is quite a short time ago-there was a kind of tarot pack. My collector had the wrapping and it was written in French, 'Tarotà soixante treize cartes' (or possibly 'septante trois cartes'). It was just like an ordinary Austrian pack, so that the suits had eight cards in each suit, but instead of twenty-one numbered trumps it had forty numbered trumps. Now it's still a total mystery, it's mystery I'd love to solve. In some French-speaking parts of Europe they played this game. I mean, these packs have not been made since the 1930s. We wrote to the manufacturer and they had a record of making these packs, but not where they were sold, so I still don't know who played it or why. So there are all sorts of problems of this kind. So I enjoy playing, I enjoy meeting people who play. That's a very good way to meet people, and I've done a lot of this in Sicily. In Sicily, the game only survives in four scattered towns, in each of which it's become a local tradition . . .
R. Fara: Which towns can I ask?
M. Dummett: Oh, you know Sicily? Calatafimi, Mineo-do you know Mineo? It's a small town south-west of Catania-Barcellona Pozzo di Gotto (near Messina) and Tortorici, inland. In about 1900 you could still play it all over the island. But now if you ask anyone in Palermo, no one has heard of it. Just in these four places. I mean, they play differently but the substrate of the basic rules are the same; and it's different from any other tarot game played elsewhere. So I enjoy that part of it; going and meeting people who play, and they teach me the game. So it became a sort of passion. The fortune telling and occult part of it has never been my principal interest, but I wrote a chapter, in the first book l wrote on tarot, on the occult use of the tarot for fortune-telling, taking it up to about 1920. I had to do some work for that. But then I thought, it's a chapter which no one interested in that subject will ever see, and no one interested in card games would take any notice of. So I thought of extracting it and finding someone to bring it up to date, and publish the result as a book. Then Donald Laycock, an Australian anthropologist, sent me an article that he'd written on modern occultist tarot packs. So I wrote to him suggesting he should collaborate with me and bring the history down to the present, and he agreed. But while I was in California I received a pathetic letter from him saying, "I have contracted a form of leukaemia and can no longer work"; very soon after writing it he died. I obtained a new collaborator, Ronald Decker, and we enlisted a third, French, collaborator, Thierry Depaulis. It was going to be a single book bringing the history down to the present, but it turned into two, because it got too long. So I went on with the second volume in collaboration with Ronald Decker, who did the largest part of the work; and even then we only reached 1970. R. Fara: So the two books were, the first was A Wicked Pack Of Cards and the second was called? M. Dummett: A History of the Occult Tarot 1870-1970. 1970 was when there was a great explosion. Before that people were content to choose just one occultist tarot pack out of the few that existed. Now all these different occultist packs were being produced:
